Reviewers are guests at a banquet prepared by an author, and as such they must observe the rules of (literary) commensality. Since the root of mensa (table) is the verb metior, meaning to give something its just proportion, reviewing, like ingestion, has to do with ethics. No small wonder that articles on book reviewing usually speak to the morality of the principle and the immorality of the practice. 1 Editors are familiar with some of the ethical pitfalls of asking someone to do a review: Do I know enough about the theoretical persuasion of the reviewer to match the book fairly with the reviewer? (We have all seen sufficient instances of a priori bias to forego examples.) Am I aware of prejudicial connections the reviewer might have with the author? (When I was Editor of the French Review, I was occasionally contacted by former students or current spouses eager to review the works of authors in whom they had a private vested interest.) Will the reviewer deliver an assessment that has not been published elsewhere? Can one expect the reviewer to meet publication deadlines? Can one count on the reviewers sense of professional propriety to observe the fundamental rule of reviewing: be critical but civil? (A reviewer, devoid of H.L. Menckens talent, once pontificated that This book transcends the boundaries of permissible ignorance. Since the reviewer would not soften his statement, his prose never graced our pages.)
To be sure, responsibility is hardly a concern for the editor alone. There may be fewer academic books published these days, but the need for balanced and intelligent reviews has never been greater for at least two reasons that have to do with the advancement process. First, tenure is harder to obtain because the tenure review process has become more stringent, with advancement committees reading reviews of colleagues books with special care. Given that, in all likelihood, such committees do not consist of specialists in the candidates area of expertise, the book review becomes a vital factor in the formation of judgment about quality and impact.
Second, the recourse to vanity presses by young scholars sometimes desperately eager to find an outlet for their work in an evershrinking array of scholarly presses renders the review indispensable for readers who seek expert advice on distinguishing the wheat from the chaff, if only not to waste their precious time on the latter. 2 Consequently, we look to the review for guidance at precisely the time when, in the learning-centred mode that is transforming teaching, the instructor is less the sage on the stage and more the guide on the side. Like instruction, the review should provide a guide for judgment, offering more norms and evidence and not necessarily conclusions.
If reviewers play an increasingly responsible role, they must understand the rules of the game and subscribe to commonly accepted goals of a review. While the length permitted by the editor determines detail or nuance from the 250 words commonly allotted for reviews that appear in French Studies to the thousands found in The New York Review of Books one can still establish reasonable objectives for all reviews. A fair résumé of the major points of the book should be de rigueur. The author should be credited with accomplishing what he or she set out to do. A bad review is one produced by a writers notion of what he or she would have liked to see rather than what was actually composed. One suspects that such reviewers may have developed a habit of teaching to imaginary students rather than to those present in front of them.
Once the résumé of the book has been completed, it is appropriate to ask whether the goal of the book was worth accomplishing and whether it was done well: exhaustively, logically, without exaggeration.
Editors usually agree that there are three general types of scholarly books or articles: the original contribution to knowledge, the useful synthesis of research in a given field, and the demonstration of a new methodology or perspective. With these in mind, the reviewer should place the discussion in a context that allows the non-specialist to follow the argument, so that it becomes clear what sort of audience is targeted by the book, and it would be helpful to suggest what, if anything, remains to be done on the issues the book raises. Does the research, for example, open up new fields of enquiry?
If space permits, some attention should be paid to the books presentation. Is it well written and handsomely produced? Are there laudable signs of superior editorial work, such as: does the footnoting not excessively disrupt the flow? Is the text internally consistent without being repetitious? Is the mise en page attractive or at least not distracting, and are there significant typographical errors? Editors often ask reviewers not to waste space on typos. Surely, however, there is always room for highlighting crucial errors of fact. I once had to remind the readers of the accurate number of plays written by the object of a monograph whose thesis was that we have to draw all our conclusions about the author from his unique play.
Over the years of my tenure as an editor, I always took great pleasure in reading those reviews that were brought alive by a personal note: for instance, a telling personal reminiscence about the book authors devotion to archival research. However, nothing authorizes the kind of review, all too common in Europe until very recently, in which the reviewer spends almost the entire time using the book, which is graciously mentioned in the last paragraph, as a trampoline for a series of intellectual gymnastics. The opposite tactic is just as irresponsible: to be content with a simple summary of the book, without engaging in any evaluation.
Finally, one should not choose sides in the centuries-old cultural wars between France and England for neither is exemplary, at least in respect to reviewing. The French tend to adopt the formula for reviews that they have been trained to use for any argumentation: thèse, anti-thèse, synthèse. And so: this book proposes the following thesis; I do not agree for the following reasons; but we can all thank M. X for his stimulating work. (Recently, as a sign that the formulaic qualities of French reviews were becoming too evident, the closing phrase Nous savons gré à M. X seems to have disappeared.)
The British dispatch with formulae and move directly to the heart of the matter: the clear inferiority of the book in question. While scholars in the United Kingdom understand among themselves that this display of Anglo-Saxon hard-headedness is usually no more than an extension of the competitiveness learned on the playing fields of Eton, outsiders can be properly appalled by the negative character of many of the reviews that appear in journals in the British Isles. The tendency to assume fallibility at the outset, coupled with the limited space that British journals often allot, can make for some peremptory dismissals.
To return to the fundamental principle be critical but civil is to conjure up again the image of a repast where ones opinion is solicited. Like book reviewing, culinary appreciation requires discipline. One cannot follow the old French proverb: Il vaut mieux se taire que de mal parler (Its better to remain silent than to speak badly) because the favour of a reply has been publicly requested. One could give a fair summary of the courses, compare the meal to suppers past to establish its originality, salute the guests for which it was conceived, note the attractiveness of the presentation, and offer a diplomatic but just generalization on the quality of the gastronomical experience, with perhaps a suggestion for future innovation. Does a good book review not obey the same ethical and aesthetic imperatives? 
